The Bible as Fugue: Theme and Variations LOUIS DUDEK Despite his outspoken lucidity ('the fear of heresy ... the deadliest social psychosis in history,' P 11), his academic humility ('what I briefly attempted myself in the Anatomy of Criticism,' p 224), and his colloquial casualness at times ('It makes good sense to call the Bible and the person of Christ by the same name,' p 77), there is a powerful aura of something covert and withheld in the writing of Northrop Frye, a cioud of awesome implication that remains forever on the horizon and which leads to much misunderstanding of his meaning.
Scholars and critics who were impressed by his mythic approach to literature were hardly aware, for example, that the college library which he had redecorated and reorganized was gradually becoming a cloister, and that the architectural extensions of this structure were taking the form of a church. Moreover, it was not merely a church among the other churches, but one that was to replace the rest as the one 'definitive' structure (p 226). That mythopoeic criticism pointed to 'a veiled Christianity' -that it was in fact ' the myth of the Christian religion' in a unique Protestant form -I argued in an obscure essay in 1963, to the dismay of some literati. ' Now here is Frye in The Great Code to tell us that 'in a sense all my critical work, beginning with the study of Blake published in 1947, and formulated ten years later in Anatomy of Criticism, has revolved around the Bible' (p xiv).
I should say here that when the implications concerned mainly the teaching and interpretation of literature I was highly critical of the theory. Now that they concern mainly the reading and understanding of the Bible I feel much less so. The Bible to me is a collection of archaeological texts of great interest, on the same shelf with Greek philosophical writings, with 'waggon loads of Egyptian papyrus' and 'mountains of cuneiform tablets," with the Upanishads and Vedas, the Chinese classics, the Talmud and the Koran. It is only one among the world's sacred and philosophical archives, illuminating various cultures and periods of human thought, but not a privileged text nor a central revelation.
I have an enormous admiration for Frye's critical genius, his gift for theoretical interpretation, and his scholarship, and yet I can only approach him as I would a master chess-player: I must analyse his game. Not to do so would be to resign from the start, or to fail to test his particular strength.
As with myth criticism in general, the implications of The Great Code loom far in the background and most readers are likely to avoid looking in that direction. For there are some dark and menacing shadows. What are we to make, for example, of the off-hand definition of human beings, on page 211, as 'psychotic apes who want to kill'? Or the statement on page 37 that mythology is not a direct response to the natural environment; 'itis part of the imaginative insulation that separates us from that environment'? Is mythology then a kind of delusion? What is Frye's view of objective nature, of the natural world we live in?
Deeper still, in matters of faith Frye stands far outside any traditional view as regards God. Following Blake, he sees gods as 'representative metaphors' (p 31). In this view God does not exist inan objective sense as a being outside ourselves. He is really part of the verbal and mythical structure which is Frye's exclusive concern: an idea in a pattern. Frye says that 'even the existence of God is an inference from the existence of the Bible: in the beginning was the Word' (p 61). Or stronger still: 'God condemns himself to death' when he 'transforms himself into a Word of God' (p 111). (Both these statements are conditional, preceded by 'we could almost say' and 'we come to the possibility,' but they point to the central issue. It is what I mean by implication.) Even Christ exists in this metaphoric sense; Christ is identified metaphorically with the Bible (p 11).
Thus: 'Ezekiel seems to present us with a profoundly neurotic God who keeps desperately punishing his own people in order to reassure himself ofthe reality of his own existence' (p 218). As a result, a profound revision of the traditional view of man's relation to the divine emerges: 'the whole metaphorical picture of the relation of mankind and God has to be reversed. Man does not stand in front of an invisible but objective power making conciliatory gestures of ritual and moral obligation to him' (p 34). The implications of this conclusion are immense, as we shall see.
In the same way radical revisions of many aspects of orthodox Christianity are required by Frye. The traditional idea of hell, 'the nightmare of a hell in unending time after death,' he calls a 'foul doctrine' (p 74). But, then, neither is heaven out there waiting for us. He argues that 'in the Bible the invisible world is not morally thought of as a separate and higher order of reality' (p lZ4) -as though the 2ooo-year-old reading of the New Testament had been a misreading or misinterpretation. The Kingdom of Heaven means 'the eternal and infinite ... now and here made real, an actual present and an actual presence.' And this kingdom is either within you or among you, 'bu t in either case means here not there' (p 130). Astonishingly, a this-worldly vision emerges from a centuries-old 'otherworldly' religion. Such are the transformations of Frye's mythological reading.
Almost every traditional term gets retranslated by this new method into some new formulation. The doctrine of original sin, so deep-dyed in old theology, becomes 'fear of freedom' (p 232), that is, fixation on dogma or attachment to specific belief and doctrine. (Chess notation here: exclamation point!) Repentance becomes 'an enlarged vision of the dimensions of human life' (p 130). Prophecy is 'the creative imagination' (p 128). The Second Coming was not to be 'simply a future event,' nor did the end of the world mean 'that the world was coming to an end' -it meant 'the destruction of the way of seeing that order' (pp 135, 136).
All this is very puzzling unless we look at the thesis of the book and the epistemology that underlies it. Frye's central hypothesis, that myth is meaning, bypasses the two approaches to the Bible that have given so much trouble in the past. What Matthew Arnold called 'the fact' -the fact that 'failed us' -that is, the literalness of the historical account, the notion that 'it actually happened' thus and so, is of no relevance in Frye's argument. The historical and cultural approach gave him no 'clues' (p xvii). The second approach, the doctrinal, which concerns creed and belief, he tells us 'was relatively useless' (p xvii). Thus the contentions of the Catholic and Protestant churches throughout the centuries, as well as the historicist assaults on the Bible over the past three hundred years, are set aside as no longer relevant (pp 226-7). In effect they have missed the meaning of the Bible.
Frye's approach to the Bible is through 'imaginative criteria'; that is, we get at its meaning by considering the shaping myth that holds the Bible together as 'a single gigantic complex metaphor' (p 63). Quite explicitly: 'the present book takes myth and metaphor to be the true literal bases' (p 64). Myth itself is the meaning. It constitutes a kerygma, or proclamation; it offers a 'revelation' that then stands self-evident, as the gospel or message.
We get to the unified myth through what is called typology. Christianity from the beginning, even in the very writing of the Gospels and Epistles, saw the events of the New Testament as prophetic fulfilments of the Old: such parallels are metaphors taken literally, that is, the early Christians took the parallels as literal prophecies, as did most medieval and Renaissance interpreters -but for Frye this belief in literalness is merely incidental. The metaphorical process which so takes over the mind is the key to larger meaning. The Bible as unified myth is typology carried to its ultimate structural completeness.
Thus we have a number of 'interchangeable synonyms for home of the soul' (p 171): Eden, the Promised Land, Jerusalem, Mount Zion, the Kingdom of God. All these are one and the same atthe metaphorical level. In the same way, the Bible as a whole consists of 'seven main phases': creation, exodus, law, wisdom, prophecy, gospel, apocalypse (p 106). Each of these is a variation on a u-shaped story, a descent or dramatic fall, such as the story of Israel in Egypt, of the Babylonian captivity, and a return to grace or good fortune; with the exception that the last of these, the Gospels and Apocalypse, offer a permanent return, in the person of Christ. This series of identical events, 'each phase being a type of the one following it and an antitype of the one preceding it,' are much like a Great Fugue or series of variations on a theme; as Frye puts it/each phase is not an improvement on its predecessor but a wider perspective on it' (p 106).
But if the Bible begins with the loss of Eden and ends in a permanent return with the coming of Christ, as tradition has long maintained, the meaning of Christ here, which is now the name, as we see, for the Bible as a whole, will not be as cosy and familiar by any means. When Frye tells us that the 'recurring imagery' just summarized "'freezes" into a Single metaphor cluster, the metaphors all being identified with the body of the Messiah, the man who is all men' (p 224), he is referring to a vision, in the Blakean sense, which he offers as the ultimate 'revelation' of the Bible. This is a vision of reality beyond time and space, in which the personal ego is dissolved, and all mankind is identified as one. All distinctions between men vanish, and even the distinction between God and man disappears: 'the master-slave duality, of which the creature-creator duality is perhaps a projection,' is at last broken and we reach a completely open perspective, beyond all distinctions of faith and doctrine (p 232). This 'open community of vision,' described as 'a still greater community than faith' (pp 226-7), is in fact a common element in all the great world religionsFrye actually calls it 'the quality of all serious religions' (p 232) -however it may be belied by the history of these religions.
But how, at last, do we get to such an open vision through a religion whose essential characteristic, whether in the Judaic or Christian form, has been an exclusive conviction of its own truth and a fierce intolerance for any difference? Frye grants that 'there is a traditional prejudice against the disinterested in Christianity,' but he believes that 'this can be transcended too' (p 223). Actually, the most striking feature of Judaism from the time of Moses on has been its intolerance toward other gods, in a part of the world generally tolerant of variety. Thus Deuteronomy: 'You shall demolish all the sanctuaries where the nations whose place you are taking worship their gods ... You shall pull down their altars and break their sacred pillars ... and thus blot outthe name of them from that place: 'You shall not leave any creature alive. You shall annihilate them' (Deuteronomy 12:2-3; 20:16-18). This characteristic was certainly passed on to Christianity -as anti-semitism and as 'the deadliest social psychosis' (p 111) -and then from Christianity to Islam: such is the sad history of these religions.
How the highly tolerant or ecumenical theory which Frye proposes has emerged, a theory which ironically enough must also make some claim to being 'definitive' now (pp 226-7), may perhaps be understood by seeing it in the context of responses to rationalism -and in fact accommodation to rationalism -since the eighteenth century. William Blake the poet was himself a part of such a reaction and accommodation. In general I see this as a continuing 'Save-the-Bible' movement, gradually adapting the great book to current ways of thought; most remarkably so with Frye, who tells us that if we now think, in the modem way, that 'God is dead' and we know only an existential this-worldly reality, then this is what the Bible has meant all along -with the proviso that Christ is still at the heart of it.
So I run across a contemporary scholar writing about this process in the period of Romanticism: Not long after Enlightenment scepticism had discredited the Bible as divine revelation, the esthetic appreciations of Biblical poetry by Herder, by Robert Lowth, and eventually by Chateaubriand prepared the way for a partial rehabilitation of the scriptures. Seen by the romantics as a record of primitive poetic myths, and not merely as the tool of Christian autocrats, the Bible came to be respected along with other great epic-religious cycles as an expression of the folk wisdom of the collective unconscious. So the romantics tended to ignore the Bible's distinctively JudecrChristian components -the history of the Jewish nation and the life of Christ. They responded primarily to those Biblical books that seemed to coincide with the major phases of the generalized myth of Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, which, nourished by cabalistic, illuminist, and Neoplatonic sources, pervaded the late eighteenth century. )
The phrase 'generalized myth' is particularly apt and appropriate here. But clearly such generalization has been going on for some time. The father of contemporary Protestant theology is said to be Friedrich 5chleiermacher, about the year 1800. I find in his Mono[ogen a passage which contains, one might say, the tiny seed of Frye's view of Bible mythology and the very essence of his vision. 5chleiermacher refers to those who aspire to personal immortality after death as deluded dreamers -somewhat as Frye holds en passant that the question of immortality after death is 'up for grabs' (p 2)0) -and then 5chleiermacher observes that 'their mythology is more profound than they: a statement entirely in the spirit of Frye. He then goes on to say that the 'inner process ... this spiritual life' with its reflections on the soul and supernal realities is but a product of imagination: 'and the realm of shadows may serve me here on earth as archetype of reality.' And, finally, 'even now the spirit spans the world of time. Eternity is in sight thereof, and the celestial rapture of immortal choirs. Wherefore begin at once your life eternal in the constant contemplation of your own true being."
This beautiful thought corresponds perfectly with Frye's conception of reality and vision in The Great Code. But it is also a very modern idea. As we know, the general tendency to extract this kind of contemporary truth from the Bible is to 'demythologize' it, to free it, not only of historical baggage and constricting creeds, but also of the mythological accretions that make its current acceptance difficult. One such effort in our time is the work of Rudolf Bultrnann, whose important essay of the subject, 'New Testament and Mythology: dates from 194).5 Bultrnann appears very dramatically in The Great Code at the end of chapter 1, and suitably so since the programme of 'demythologizing' appears to be the very opposite of Frye's. He is effectively refuted on pages 41-2, where Frye says that, if we remove myth from the Bible, 'there will be, quite simply, nothing left of the Gospels at all.' For Frye, as we know, the myth precisely is 'the universal' and the vehicle of meaning (p 46). Bultmann, however, gives us a good deal of context for this debate. It was Adolf Harnack, in 1904, who significantly reduced the Bible to pure kerygma or teaching, 'a few basic principles of religion and ethics.'" Again, Wilhelm Dilthey, in 1923, argued for validating biblical myths: 'once they are re-interpreted as statements of universal validity they express the highest living form of all history.'7 And Bultmann sees his own work, in this regard, as being identical with what Kierkegaard and Heidegger have said in philosophical terms. The gist of it, for Bultmann, when the Bible is properly 'demythologi2ed: is 'a revelation of the meaning of universal reality .'"This idea, of course, is precisely identical in import with Frye's in The Great Code, and that brings us, finally, to a striking paradox.
'Demythologi2ing' and pure 'myth as meaning' become one and the same. For after all a myth is only a kind of idea: it is a mode of generali2ation, a concrete universal. It is astonishing to discover, for example, that all the mythic elements ofthe Bible are seen in The Great Code as originating in reductive beginnings. Thus, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is 'obviously connected with sex' (p 109). The idea of transcendence and of 'two worlds' is traced to 'waking from sleep and going back to sleep' (p 108). God himself'as creator is a projection from the fact that man makes things' (p 112). Also, God 'derives from the master-slave relationship' (p 232); and Jesus as king and also as servant is 'intended to resolve the master-slave dialectic' (p 91). Furthermore, the Trinity of Father, Son, and Spirit are 'probably the sky, the sun, and the air' (p 156). Thus, from an epistemological point of view, the mythic elements arise by a metaphOrical generali2ation or representation of the natural world and of human experience. But this metaphorical process leads to profusion and multiplicity, as the etymology of every language reveals. Frye's effort to unify the metaphorical edifice so that a single metaphor, in the person of Christ, stands at the point of the pyramid, results in a curious reversal.
For one thing, the entire system, which began by dissociation from doctrine, inevitably presents itself as doctrine at the end of the work. Since language has passed through three phases -the metaphoric, the metonymic, and the descriptive -and since the Bible uses all three but actually adopts 'a fourth form of expression: for which the words kerygma (from Bultmann), proclamation, and revelation must be used, the content of this revelation is presented as a reality to be accepted, a reality revealed. One cannot read the final pages of The Great Code without the feeling of a doctrine emerging from the expOSition.
But further still, and most astonishingly, when all the mythologizing procedures culminate in a single myth, the myth of Christ and the vision of identity, it is clear that the myth itself has become pure idea. It is the idea of human community, of love, and of a higher order of consciousness. This must be so because all myths are the image forms of complex ideas, they are man's fIrst grasp of the possibility of knowledge in language; and when they are 'boiled down' or unified in the kind of analytic process which this book undertakes, the result is an idea. Bultmann who 'demythologizes' and Frye who would have the Bible pure mythology are saying pretty much the same thing.
To summarize, then, I would say that Frye has presented a secular and highly enlightened vision of reality -roughly Hegelian in character -as though it had evolved or had always been present in the Judaeo-Christian tradition; it is a vision which really takes us beyond religion, since it is entirely free of any faith or doctrine as usually understood. The same vision, however, can be reached by other roads, for example, by the road of Greek rationality and tolerance;" but whether we take this road or the mythological one, such a vision can be reached only by individuals who are caring enough, self-critical and patient enough, to achieve that high point on their own. It can never be a collective belief. Also, the mythical road-marks of the Bible are so encrusted with age-old dogma and other regressive obsessions that they can hardly be seen in Frye's way without a great deal of quizzical reservation. For the terms of the old interpretations are not easily pulled from their moorings. Frye's real contribution lies not in any strengthening of the religious tradition, since he is highly sceptical and even 'revolutionary' as a thinker, but in his opening up of new areas of exploration for humane speculation and curiosity. a message written in code, a cosmic code, and the  scientist's job is to decipher that code. This idea, that the universe is a message, is very old. It goes back to Greece, but its modern version was stated by the English empiricist Francis Bacon, who wrote that there are two revelations.
NOTES think the universe is
The first is given to us in scripture and tradition, and it guided our thinking for centuries. The second revelation is given by the universe, and that book we are just beginning to read. The sentences within this book are the physical laws - It would be easy to mistake the nature of The Great Code. In his introduction to this volume of a continuing excursus Professor Frye tells us that the work attempts a study of the Bible from the point of view of a literary critic. He then goes on to say that the result is not a work either of biblical scholarship or of theology, that at 'no point does it speak with the authority of a scholarly consensus.' Rather, 'it expresses only my own personal encounter with the Bible' (p xi). The caveat is, of course, pre-emptive. It is difficult to take formal issue with a protestation of personal encounter: one cannot very effectively reason or examine evidence for subjectively acquired passions or belief; being outside the experience of the encounter, one is irrunediately disqualified. And this pre-empting continues to instruct Frye's reader throughout the book, which is neither a work ofliterary criticism (although it is a work ofliterary theory) nor a study of the Bible and literature. In fact, if it were not for the subtitle, one might take The Great Code to be a treatise in hermeneutical theology compatible with the work of theorists such as Hegel, Derrida, and Kenneth Burke. As it is, Frye asks us to read his book as a species of philosophical reflection, and even if the result is not exactly the 'rewritten version of the Anatomy' (p xiv) he says he feared it might be, it does represent a reworking of that structure and body of ideas as the credo of a man who at some time has been keenly sensitive to theology, and who now happens to express those interests -with acuity and erudition -as a literary theorist. The Great Code asks to be read as a temoignage, a personal testament of vision, and read in this way it will be a significant addition to the Frygian corpus.
The theoretical strength of the book is most apparent, I think, in Frye's UNlVERSIT\' OF TORONTO QUARTERLY, VOLUME 52, NUMBER 2, WINTER 1982/3
